Predictors of relapse in bipolar disorder: A review.
Bipolar disorder is the sixth leading cause of disability in the United States. Moreover, repeated episodes and non-responsiveness to treatment continue to present a significant problem, and little is known about the factors that may precipitate relapse. This article reviews the available literature on predictors of bipolar relapse. We conducted a literature search on Medline from 1996 to March 2006, using the keywords "relapse," "recurrence," "compliance," "adherence," "life events," "kindling," and "predictors" combined with the term "bipolar disorder(s)." References from the resulting articles also supplemented the initial search. Thirty-eight articles were included in the analysis. Predictors of episodes include stressful life events, increased number of previous episodes, decreased interval between episodes, and persistence of affective symptoms and episodes. Factors associated with longer survival times include psychotherapy, social support, and medication adherence. Our review suggests several reliable predictors of bipolar episodes. Knowledge of these factors has significant clinical implications and could aid in treatment and prevention strategies. However, further research is clearly needed to address the limitations of the existing research and to increase our understanding of predictors of relapse, with the intent of improving quality of life and preventing episodes in patients with bipolar disorder.